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Social Encyclicals and the Worker: The Evolution of
Catholic Labor Schools in Pennsylvania
Paul Lubienecki1
Abstract: Many often identified the Catholic Church with the cause of labor and worker’s rights in
the United States. However that was not the common situation encountered by laborers throughout
most of the nineteenth century. The proclamation of the social encyclicals: Pope Leo XIII’s Rerum
Novarum (1891) and Pope Pius XI’s Quadragesimo Anno (1931) elevated the status of the worker,
endorsed worker associations and placed the Catholic Church as an advocate of worker’s rights. But
for the worker to clearly understand this change as well as his rights and duties education was vital.
For workers in Pennsylvania, especially in Pittsburgh and Philadelphia, the formation of Catholic
labor schools was the catalysis for education and guidance in labor-management issues. Eventually
their programs expanded to include anti-communist instruction.
This article examines the historical narrative of the Catholic labor schools in Pennsylvania and
the curricula and policies developed mutually by the laity and clergy to educate workers (both
Catholic and non-Catholic) about their rights and duties and how to apply Christian social teachings
in the workplace. These schools became a fundamental part of the labor movement where Catholic
labor education endeavored to build a Christian partnership of labor and management to ensure
industrial democracy.
Keywords: Labor Education, Pennsylvania, Anti-Communist, Industrial Democracy

M

any often identified the Catholic Church with the cause of labor and worker’s rights in
the United States. However that was not the common situation encountered by laborers
throughout most of the nineteenth century. It took the egregious working conditions in
Europe to bring about change in America. The proclamation of the social encyclicals, specifically
Pope Leo XIII’s Rerum Novarum (1891) and Pope Pius XI’s Quadragesimo Anno (1931) elevated the
status of the worker and placed the Catholic Church at the forefront as an advocate of worker’s rights.
For workers in Pennsylvania, especially in Pittsburgh, Philadelphia and Scranton, these changes
came through Catholic labor schools.
1
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The traditional Catholic approach to education flowed from a foundational anthropology that
was grounded in theology. This pedagogy was centered on principles that not only promoted an
ideology but affirmed a sacramental aspect to education.1 Historically, Catholic education in America concentrated on parish schools, seminaries and colleges. An acute need to educate workers
about their rights and duties developed with the growth of industry and organized labor. At the fin
de siècle worker education was gaining the attention of many in secular and religious arenas. But
it took two papal social encyclicals, a worldwide economic depression and American initiative to
make worker education a reality.
This article examines a forgotten aspect of formal education: the American Catholic labor
schools in Pennsylvania. This historical narrative of the labor schools examines the curriculums
and policies developed mutually by the laity and clergy to educate workers (both Catholic and nonCatholic) about their rights and duties and how to apply Christian social teachings in the workplace. Legitimized by the social encyclicals and operated by both the clergy and the laity, the labor
schools were to be a Catholic educational methodology to become a fundamental part of organized
labor. Catholic labor education endeavored to build a Christian partnership of labor and management to ensure industrial democracy. In Pennsylvania, the most prominent Catholic labor schools
were located at opposite sides of the state in Philadelphia and Pittsburgh.2 This distance reflected a
varied labor force and the development of distinct forms of worker schools.
Rerum Novarum and Labor
During the closing decades of the nineteenth century the Industrial Revolution created universal social, economic and labor discord as life for the laborer was a deleterious existence. Although
many in the Catholic hierarchy backed the industrial capitalists they recognized that the hazardous
working environment and ensuing moral conditions demanded an improvement in the standard of
living for the worker. Pope Leo XIII, with his encyclical Rerum Novarum, acknowledged the plight
of the workers and formulated a response to the burgeoning turmoil and as a retort to the social
and labor crisis in Europe.
Within this context, Leo articulated what must be done to correct the current condition of
labor: shorter working hours, days of rest, eradicate child labor, provide a living wage and the
formation of worker’s associations. The Pope demanded protection for laborers from the “brutality
of those who make use of human beings as mere instruments for the unrestrained acquisition of
wealth.”3 The intention was to counter the surge of socialism and dampen the rhetoric of Marx but
in the United States its connotation took on an American accent.
For America’s Catholics the document had profound and lasting implications in many areas.
The most conspicuous positive application of Rerum Novarum in the United States concerned organized labor. Unions now believed that they achieved not just recognition by the Catholic Church
but protection. Yet the American Church’s reception of Rerum Novarum was more anomalous as
uncompromising attitudes toward unions were still being transformed.4
The Encyclical was at first largely ignored by workers and employers. Economic affairs were
part of the natural law and certainly not those of the Catholic Church.5 Leo’s document altered
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the attitude of the world and how workers were understood. It was a source of encouragement for
those clergy and laity who toiled to raise the awareness of the Church and the nation to the concerns of workers and the poor. But this process evolved slowly over the next several years in the
United States.
Application of Rerum Novarum in Pennsylvania
For Americans, the perception of the Encyclical’s message was simple: the right for labor to
organize and the call for a living wage. This added dignity and meaning to the laborers’ toil. The
ubiquitous experience of the industrial world was that workers must be held to the prevailing
poverty wages of their employment contract. Many factory workers, miners and glass workers
in western Pennsylvania, were paid according to the dictum of a “fair day’s wage for a fair day’s
work.” This wage formula favored the employer not the employee. Industrial capitalists paid labor
less than was deserved because of the worker’s ignorance, immobility, and lack of organization
among other groups of workers.6
The predominant dilemma for workers throughout Pennsylvania centered on unions and
wages. Strikes and lockouts were widespread in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
and often workers requested assistance from the clergy or their unions. But most laborers were
apprehensive about union membership and Church support. A worker at a Homestead steel mill
reflected the attitude of that time about union membership: “I had always a fear of joining them
because I thought the Church was opposed to the organization and furthermore, from what I could
make out of hearsay, I honestly did not like some of their ways of doing business.”7 Historically,
the American Church tacitly backed the employer but now embarked to solidify her place with the
worker.
The Encyclical’s effect was how it activated change in the work place and in society. That
change came in the form of workers and employers who agreed to establish industrial councils to
promote better relations between them.8 Attempts to organize industrial councils were instigated
by the American Catholic laity in both the Philadelphia and Pittsburgh areas but never met with
real success as they were either controlled by the company or viewed unfavorably by the worker.
Labor laws in the Commonwealth continued to oppress workers in their ability to organize and
these industrial councils intimidated workers who struggled to maintain their jobs.
Quadragesimo Anno
Amid the throes of a worldwide economic depression and the spread of totalitarian regimes the
fortieth anniversary of Leo XIII’s Rerum Novarum loomed. During those ensuing years the Catholic Church encountered profound changes in its expression of social principles and worker’s rights.
To commemorate this event, and to present his program for social reconstruction, Pope Pius XI
issued a most activist encyclical: Quadragesimo Anno.
The genesis of the document originated from two conditions in Europe that affected the Pontiff: labor and the laity. In the intricacies of a fascist and materialist society, this encyclical was his
answer to the labor turmoil infected by the worldwide Depression and a call to empower the laity.
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Like Rerum, this new encyclical’s intended audience was the Old World. Americans considered it
from a different posture: their own.
Pius’s encyclical was to reinvigorate Rerum Novarum and offered an alternative to the political and economic systems of that time. 9 Pius decreed that the Church had the authority to teach
and speak about socio-economic matters because pontifical jurisdiction concerned itself “not only
on the social order but on economic activities themselves.” Economics and morality, for the Pope,
were distinct but inextricably attached.10
Pius upheld that “labor was not a mere commodity” and that the “worker’s human dignity must
be recognized.”11 The encyclical decreed that worker associations, (unions) were vital in this matter: “People are quite free not only to found such associations, which are a matter of private order
and private right, but also in respect to them freely to adopt the organization and the rules which
they judge most appropriate to achieve their purpose.”12
The implications of this particular paragraph were momentous for Americans. First, this was
confirmation that the Church supported workers’ in their struggle to unionize. Secondly, it was
construed as the framework for the establishment of Catholic labor education that organized
several years after the publication of the Encyclical. In Pennsylvania, savaged by the Depression,
Quadragesimo Anno was initially judged as a Papal assessment of historical and cultural conditions peculiar to only certain nations in Europe. Concepts such as industry councils, a living wage,
labor education and economic order were regarded as beyond the competence of the average prelate or priest.13
Socially minded Americans were pragmatic and selective of the document’s content pertinent to
their needs especially those that supported labor.14 Most American Catholics simply regarded the
document as permission for and validation of what American Catholic workers have instinctively
permitted for themselves: their affiliation with non-religious (but not anti-religious) or neutral labor
unions.15
At a time when organized labor endured the “lean years” and was branded as communist or
anti-religious, Quadragesimo Anno for Catholic progressives, established a pro-labor attitude in
the Church.16 It proposed an alternative system for social and labor reforms. Gradually, the Encyclical embraced a wider assemblage of American Catholics and Americans in general.
Yet as the concepts of Quadragesimo Anno were openly discussed in the middle of the Great
Depression, there was an escalating agreement within the Catholic clergy that the papal message
could best be advanced through social action and education among the workers themselves.17
This signified tacit acceptance that the lay Catholic vocation was gradually being recognized
as an equal, or nearly so, to that of the clergy as the program of lay involvement was vital in the
training of lay leadership.18 With this adjustment of clerical attitudes the laity were empowered to
be legitimate pastoral agents in society and the workplace, particularly in matters of education and
the training of workers. The realization of this came in the late 1930s through the Catholic Worker
Movement from which eventually arose the Association of Catholic Trade Unionists and formal
worker education.19
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Initiatives for Educating the Worker
Historically, universal public education became a prominent cause of unions and their affiliated political parties so attempts to establish labor schools were not unusual in America.20
Both Catholics and Protestants considered labor education as foundational for maintenance
of the moral order and as a transition to other types of social reform. Only through learning could
individual union members comprehend the principles of a free labor movement and contribute
to organized labor.21 Unfortunately, long term religious efforts to train laborers about their rights
and duties were unsuccessful. These programs originated from well-intentioned clergy who ultimately could not sustain the venture.22
Only when the American Catholic laity advanced the cause of and were active participants in
labor education did any similar programs succeed. Their success was marked by longevity and
adaptability to changing conditions in labor and management. These institutions were more than
a continuation of the Catholic tradition of education as now applied to labor. There were profound
implications as it was the laity that ultimately shaped these reform programs.23 The clergy could
provide spiritual direction but it was the laity that completed the task of social reconstruction
through worker education.
Dorothy Day, the Catholic Worker Movement and the ACTU
The most compelling individual leadership effort to uplift and educate the worker during this
time originated with an American Catholic lay woman: Dorothy Day. A convert to Catholicism,
she was both a spiritual and social activist who applied those precepts to social problem which
were profoundly formed by the social justice directives of Leo XIII and Pius XI. Inspired by the
teachings of the Church, Day formed the Catholic Worker Movement.24
The Catholic Worker Movement became an exceptional lay Catholic response to the conditions
of that time based on the social encyclicals.25 This produced the formation of the House of Hospitality in 1935 whose purpose was to shelter, feed and clothe the unemployed and the working
poor. Initially in lower Manhattan, other houses opened in Buffalo, Cleveland, Detroit, Pittsburgh,
Chicago and various cities.26
Unlike most clergy, Day’s support for organized labor was often proactive and confrontational.
Day, and the Movement, reiterated that it was a natural right and duty for workers’ to organize.27
She summarized the objectives of the Catholic Worker movement as a means to bring the social
teachings of the Gospel and the Church to the worker through the Catholic Worker newspaper,
pamphlets and to organize study groups “for the clarification of thought.”28
Part of the agenda of the Catholic Worker Movement was the Catholic Worker’s School. This
was not a formal educational program but a study group with various lectures.29 From this was
birthed the Association of Catholic Trade Unionists (ACTU). The intention of the ACTU was that
the local chapters made Catholics “conscious of the universal, all embracing nature of their religion and impressing them with the necessity of co-operation with non-Catholics in all legitimate
action.” The ACTU was not establishing dual unions or Catholic unions to compete with unions.30
Its purpose was to educate workers about their rights and duties.
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The ACTU supported Catholic union workers in their spiritual and practical experiences at the
work place through education. The labor schools became the ideal method for educating workers,
Catholics and non-Catholics, about the Wagner Act and their rights as laborers and union members. During its embryonic years, the ACTU occasionally sent members to assist with the creation
of new chapters. It also assisted workers in their efforts to organize unions. But more often, ACTU
chapters were established from labor strife.
The ACTU’s position was that Catholics needed to work from the inside to protect worker interests and to raise the level of that union’s policy closer to a Christian plane.31 With ACTU members
within organized labor, a Catholic labor perspective was available to debate the issues, review legislative proposals and consider the viability of political and union officials. This was accomplished
through educational programs and labor schools.
Fr. Charles Rice and Pittsburgh’s Catholic Radical Alliance
The message of the Catholic Worker and the ACTU were enthusiastically heard within the Commonwealth during the years of the Great Depression. In Pittsburgh, Fathers Charles Rice, Carl
Hensler and Msgr. George Barry O’Toole founded the Catholic Radical Alliance in 1937. The name
was applicable as Msgr. O’Toole voiced that Catholic social doctrine was a truly radical doctrine.32
The Alliance membership consisted of laity and clergy in support of labor who wanted to do something about the local social and economic mess. That “mess” was the Heinz strike of April 1937 and
the right to organize.33 Lay and clergy members marched with the strikers to remind laborers, and
Catholics, that the Church supported unions.34 Their charter emphatically stated that the Alliance
was based upon the social encyclicals of Popes Leo XIII and Pius XI and “the direct inspiration that
set us in motion was the Catholic Worker group directed by Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin in New
York.”35
Moreover, they defended the CIO and the Wagner Act against false assumptions by the clergy,
particularly Fr. Charles Coughlin.36 Fr. Rice, in his support of social justice issues, rebuked
Communist, anti-New Deal Catholics and devious capitalists. He spoke out against Godless materialistic endeavors that harmed society but bolstered business. When challenged on the Church’s
authority to speak on such matters Rice replied that the Church has the right and duty to assert
Herself in everything that affects the well-being of Her children.37 Fr. Rice proclaimed that religion and reform were part of the catechism.
Many clergy and hierarchy, while supportive of laborers, mistakenly perceived the Catholic
Worker Movement as too radical and the ACTU as closely allied with the CIO and Communists.
Fr. Rice asserted that those concepts were “stretching the truth” as the CIO was not a Communist
operation. Rice viewed the problem as Catholics watering down the social encyclicals so they could
apply those parts in a convenient fashion.38 The reality was that the ACTU attacked Communist
insurgency in unions, especially the CIO, through educational programs.39
Pittsburgh’s Bishop Hugh Boyle, a staunch anti-Communist and supporter of Fr. Rice, articulated his concerns that workers and the general public were misled by economic philosophies that
opposed the fundamental rights of human dignity. He candidly declared that: “Unfortunately, the
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efforts to solve the social question has been nullified sometimes by the subversive teachings of
misguided agitators within the ranks of labor and a lack of understanding or appreciation of the
problem on the part of the general public.” To counter this, the Bishop urged men and women,
particularly union members, to attend sessions of the Catholic labor schools to learn about solid
Christian principles and solutions to the problems confronting labor.40 Consequently Pittsburgh
became the epicenter of solid pro-labor and anti-Communist activity in the region.
Pittsburgh’s ACTU
Fathers Rice and Hensler, in concert with Catholic lay men and women and with the approval
of the Bishop Boyle, established the Pittsburgh chapter of the ACTU on August 30, 1938.41 The
membership roster spanned workers in both the AFL and the CIO inclusive of brewery workers,
canning and pickle laborers, retail clerks and others.42 By converting the Alliance to an ACTU
chapter, Fr. Rice hoped to obtain the recognition and support of a national Catholic labor organization.43
The Pittsburgh labor schools, according to the national leadership of the ACTU, were viewed
as successful as New York’s. The Pittsburgh ACTU chapter was cited as one that “stands out above
the rest” and that every chapter should “follow its example.” The Pittsburgh unit was especially
active in labor organizing, strike support, education and weekly labor articles in the diocesan
newspaper the Pittsburgh Catholic.44 This was likely due to the previous activities of the Catholic
Radical Alliance and the persona of Fr. Charles Rice.45
Four workers’ school operated in the city and two others within the Diocese of Pittsburgh.
While other national chapters experienced fluctuating attendance, Pittsburgh’s student enrollment increased.46 The region’s large union membership, mostly Catholic, with the support of the
bishop contributed to the success of the labor schools.
The Catholic labor school’s curriculum was straightforward and meant to educate workers
about their faith, their rights and how to articulately defend their views. Preliminary courses were
listed as: The Encyclical and Christian Principles in the Labor Movement; History of the Labor
Movement; Parliamentary Procedure and Public Speaking. The course offerings mirrored those of
the other ACTU chapters in the nation.
Fr. Rice, as the advocate of labor in western Pennsylvania, and the Pittsburgh ACTU did more
than just educate Catholic and non-Catholic workers. The chapter set-up soup kitchens at strike
sites and often provided food for the worker’s families. They also marched in picket lines and took
an active part strikes for example at the Hubbard Company steel plant, Kaufmann Department
stores and at the West Penn hospital among others.47 Because of the achievements in Pittsburgh
the ACTU held its 1941 national convention there with Bishop Boyle as its keynote speaker.48
The Second World War placed Pittsburgh’s and national Catholic labor education on hold as
membership either served in the Armed Forces or worked in the defense industries. After the war
and into the early part of the 1950s the ACTU and Catholic labor education fought for democratic
principles within organized labor. Editorials in The Labor Leader, the ACTU’s national newspaper, denounced the lack of democracy in the Soviet Union hoping “that labor will never fall for the
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hypocritical cry of the Communists.”49 Pittsburgh’s Fr. Rice always believed that his ACTU chapter
could offer active opposition to Communists in the labor movement. Throughout the 1950s he and
the Pittsburgh chapter were assailed by the Teamsters in their attempts to eliminate Communist
agitators from unions.50
But there was a shift in America’s direction. The tensions between labor and management did
not dissolve in the 1950s and 1960s it was merely superseded by issues of civil rights or the Cold
War. Business unionism replaced the crusading spirit of the rank and file as a unionized work force
continued to shrink. Better wages and living conditions assuaged any discomfort that was encountered. Other issues dominated the labor landscape which assigned wages and work conditions to a
lower priority.
During this time many chapters, according to the national leadership of the ACTU, were described as “moribund”; other chapters reported membership as “static.” In industrialized and
unionized cities such as Pittsburgh, lack of consistent membership in the early 1950s failed to
make the ACTU a mass movement.51 Nationally the ACTU was “in the doldrums” and with the
AFL-CIO merger in the mid-1950s national chapters disappeared.52 As the middle class developed
in the 1950s and 1960s and with the availability of labor programs at secular institutions the Pittsburgh labor school became obsolete and ceased operations.
Success in Pittsburgh was realized due to the efforts of Fr. Rice who, in a most activist manner,
advanced the work of the ACTU in support of the laborer and worker education. This publicly and
firmly affiliated the Church with the workers’ cause which validated that the Church was interested
in the worker not only spiritually but materially. Although Catholic labor education concluded in
western Pennsylvania the effects of a strong organized and educated labor force remain.
Philadelphia’s St. Joseph Labor School
At the other side of the Commonwealth another Catholic labor school began that changed with
the conditions of labor and management into a more permanent educational program. The Jesuits
endeavored to open labor schools across the nation wherever a Jesuit college or high school existed.53 Accordingly in Philadelphia, Fr. Richard McKeon, S.J. established the School of Social Sciences popularly known as the St. Joseph Labor School in 1935. Initially the school operated from
St. Joseph’s Preparatory High School at 17th and Thompson Streets but relocated to St. Joseph’s
College in 1937.54 This evening school was available to men and women of all various skills and
union affiliations.
The curriculum, like that at other Catholic labor schools, consisted of courses in public speaking, labor law, economics, history, religious studies and theology, literature and ethics. Classes
were conducted by lay teachers but the majority of the courses were taught by Jesuit faculty from
St. Joseph’s College. Enrollment from 1937 to the start of the Second World War averaged approximately 500 students for a fourteen week program. The Jesuits did not charge any tuition only
an enrollment fee of $2.00 per course to cover expenses for those who wanted “to get the right
answers.”55
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A review of the school’s graduates over the decades lists a variety of occupations from skilled,
unskilled to professional. While the majority of students were listed as laborer, machinist or metal
worker job titles also included supervisor, manager, vice president and president. Employees of
various positions from over a hundred companies and sixty-eight unions attended the Philadelphia Catholic labor school. Educational levels of the students ranged from high school to college
and medical doctor. Analysis of the annual student roster revealed that approximately ninety
percent were Catholics, eight percent non-Catholics and usually two percent registered as “no religion.” 56
Many clergy and hierarchy, while supportive of laborers, mistakenly perceived the Catholic
Worker Movement as too radical and the ACTU as closely allied with the CIO and Communists.
The reality was that the ACTU attacked Communist insurgency in unions, especially the CIO.57
This was evident in Philadelphia where the school’s curriculum melded religion and theology with
economics and labor relations as a bulwark against Communist and Fascist infiltration of organized labor.
The school was advertised as the first anti-Communism school in America. Fr. Richard McKeon, S.J., dean of the school stated that their program was the answer to the challenges of Communism. 58 This was clearly evident in courses such as Movements in Modern History. The class
addressed only two areas: the philosophical context and objectives of Marx, Lenin and Communism. Additionally the material included the other threat to America in the 1930s: Hitler, Mussolini and Nazism.59 Students appreciated this stance. A graduate of the program wrote that he and
his wife were not deterred driving thirty miles from their home to Philadelphia to attend class.
The school “opened my eyes to the (Communist) menace…my wife and I have become apostles in
the battle.”60
Unfortunately with the looming threat of a second world war, a declining enrollment and a
shortage of qualified lay and clergy teachers Fr. McKeon was forced to close the School of Social
Sciences in the Spring of 1941. He was proud of the program’s achievements in the first four years
but depressed by its decline over the next three. The priest believed that this type of educational
agenda was necessary to combat Communism in labor and industry. McKeon remained optimistic
that another similar program would emerge but due to personal problems was unable to continue
in a leadership role.61
Fr. Comey’s Institute of Industrial Relations
The Philadelphia Jesuits realized the value and significance of labor education in the Delaware
Valley combatting Communists and corrupt labor leadership. In the Summer of 1943 Jesuit Provincial Fr. Vincent Keelan, S.J. assigned local labor priest and arbitrator Fr. Dennis Comey, S.J.
to organize, plan and direct a new reconstituted labor school.62 Comey was active with organized
labor at the city’s shipyards and docks since the mid-1930s. He rapidly earned great respect for
his impartiality and clear vision in settling difficult labor issues. The priest’s superiors viewed this
experience with labor-management disputes as ideally suited for the appointment.
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However Comey was reluctant to start a labor school. Writing to the Provincial, Comey observed that labor schools were too negative in their curriculum about business and a more positive approach was required in labor education. The priest’s perception was that the future of labor
education must be all-encompassing and objective to sustain a labor school into the future.63 With
the support of his superiors for this type of education Fr. Comey founded the Institute of Industrial
Relations at St. Joseph’s College in Philadelphia. The school opened in January 1944 offering four
courses taught by lay and clergy faculty attended by twenty-six male students.
His vision of this new school was to be wider in scope than any other Catholic labor school.
Comey insisted that the hyphen in the term “labor-management” was the most important part
as he believed that the curriculum should reflect both Jesuit academic pedagogy and be ruggedly
practical for both employee and employer.64 He stressed that one sided education was not authentic education. This new school was to be distinct.
Additionally, Comey did not want this to be another labor studies program that subscribed to
a business school agenda as found in secular educational institutions. The priest’s goal was education with the mutual interaction of labor with management.65 Through this technique he believed
that reason, civility and ethics replaced anger, emotion and self-interest in labor disputes.
The Institute’s program offered an alternative to laissez-faire capitalism but revealed a curriculum even more anti-Communist in scope than was offered at other Catholic labor colleges or at the
ACTU schools.66 Examination of the Institute’s program offers some clue to this attraction. Comey
ensured that the core curriculum was based on Church teachings first yet was pragmatic and applicable to the factory worker or business manager.
In the early years of the school courses reflected this methodology. The class on the Philosophy
of Unionism was meant to teach the ethics of labor association, rights and duties of laborers and
explain how the strike was an extension of free speech. This class was not to be an apologetic for
labor or an endorsement of malpractice by labor.67 Other listed courses were Public Speaking, Religion in the Modern World and Social and Political Movements in American History. Each class
incorporated elements that reflected an anti-Communist American position.
As the school progressed into the Cold War era of the 1950s the curriculum was broadened
to forty-five courses with an enrollment of over 250 men and women. Those additional courses
now reflected a more business/management orientation. Classes titled Human Resources Management, Employment and Labor Law, How to Conduct an Effective Meeting, Total Quality
Management, Ethics and the Sociology of Work while available to all students which emphasized
management’s role in the labor-management relationship.68
Some further insight for this modification can be gleaned from John O’Hara’s activities as the
Archbishop of Philadelphia (1951-1960). O’Hara zealously defended the rights of business over
labor. An avowed anti-Communist he often was in conflict with the National Catholic Welfare
Conference’s support of labor.69 He considered the concept of industrial councils, with the active
participation of the government and the Congress of Industrial Organizations, as not relevant to
papal teaching.
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For the archbishop the ACTU and its programs for worker education may not be representative of honest labor since it supported “bona fide” labor unions which included the CIO.70 Consequently he did not permit the establishment of an ACTU chapter within the Archdiocese. The
prelate was not anti-union but felt that organized labor received better treatment from the Church
than was deserved at that time and claimed labor in America had already achieved a high standard
of living.71 Yet O’Hara supported the work of Philadelphia Jesuit Fr. Dennis Comey and the Institute’s rigorous anti-Communist curriculum.
A Mutual Purpose
The direction of the Institute shifted in the post-Vatican II era. In appreciation for the efforts
of the school’s founder the name was changed to the Comey Institute of Industrial Relations.
Courses reflected the conditions of that time with new classes in Employee Ownership, Equity
for Women and Global Economies in Africa.72 The more significant yet subtle aspect of the school
remained as an unofficial forum for labor and management to discuss and rectify issues of mutual
concern. As an arbitrator for the Port Authority of Philadelphia this was an appropriate arrangement for Fr. Comey.
Within this framework the concept of a labor-management “counseling service” became viable
for settling labor disputes. Under the informal guidance of labor attorneys, union representatives,
management and arbitrators the classroom of the Institute was more than a site for education, it
was the setting for indirect labor-management conflict resolution. In this arena the labor school
created an atmosphere of impartiality where everyone removed from the bargaining table could
express their own viewpoint. The United Food and Commercial Workers Union and the local
Teamsters Union benefited from such a procedure. However the International Longshoreman’s
Association #1242 preferred to strike rather than arbitrate.73
In the late 1970s St. Joseph’s University moved the Institute from an autonomous entity to part
of an interdisciplinary program of Industrial Relations within the School of Business Administration.74 Fr. Comey’s legacy would remain and he asserted that the school should be neither prolabor or pro-management but simple and practical. Other Catholic labor schools closed because
they failed to adapt to the changing needs of labor and management. The Philadelphia program
succeeded due to the vision of Fr. Comey by modifying the curriculum to the meet the challenges
and requirements of industry, labor and a global economy.
Analysis
There was a shift in America’s direction in the post war years. The Taft-Hartley Act of 1947
placed controls on labor. In the 1950s and 1960s America focused more the anxieties of the Cold
War and less on the tensions between labor and management. More importantly America’s Catholics were now earning wages that moved them from the working class into the middle class. They
were now upwardly mobile economically, socially and politically.75 On the eve of the Second Vatican Council, America’s lay Catholics “had arrived.”
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At this same moment the ACTU began to disappear.76 With the challenges necessitated by the
social encyclicals it was the labor educational programs that remained, in some form or substance,
to this day. The labor schools, which concentrated on labor-management concerns, were quietly
absorbed into many university curricula or became institutes of industrial relations. From this
evolved training labor and industry leaders as well as scholars who could do objective research in
the field of labor relations.77 The social encyclicals were issued to promote the dignity and worth
of the worker. While those documents were intended more for a European audience, Americans
adapted them to fit their particular needs.
This was evident in Pennsylvania. In Pittsburgh, Fr. Rice advanced the work of the ACTU in
support of the laborer and worker education. In Philadelphia the labor school evolved from an
anti-communist/anti-fascist curriculum into a comprehensive college level program of labor and
industrial relations.
Analysis of the two predominate labor schools in Pennsylvania indicate related components.
First, the central mission of the labor colleges was to educate and train lay leaders. These men and
women were prepared for leadership roles not only in the union halls but also in business and industry. For America’s Catholics utilization of Rerum Novarum and Quadragesimo Anno, and the
formal education of the labor colleges in this process propelled America’s laity to be participants
with the clergy.78 America’s Catholic laity were no longer subalterns but peers.
Second, the Catholic labor colleges were designated as an educational imperative for a real
Catholic contribution to the life of the nation.79 It was a pragmatic labor training program to be utilized on the factory floor to bring about industrial democracy. These labor schools offered a positive solution in the eradication of Communist from organized labor to assist unions in maintaining
their integrity. At the 1949 CIO convention significant discussions centered on the role of Catholics
and their labor schools in this fight.80 These institutions proved to be successful as Catholic labor
education was proclaimed to be “the most constructive outside influence for the American labor
movement.”81
The Catholic Church celebrated the one hundredth anniversary of Rerum Novarum with Pope
John Paul II’s encyclical Centesimus Annus in 1991. The Pope reiterated Rerum’s message of
reform in the labor movement as “the Gospel must not be considered a theory, but above all else
a basis and a motivation for action.” 82 But from the 1950s to the present Church support for labor
has diminished and in most areas disappeared. Most dioceses had a designated labor priest who
marched with strikers and was often the chaplain of the trade unions. Fr. Rice held that distinction in Pittsburgh and Fr. Comey did the same in Philadelphia.83 Bishops such as Schrembs in
Cleveland, Boyle in Pittsburgh and Quigley in Buffalo openly supported labor. Unfortunately as the
membership in organized labor declined clergy support did also.
The Church’s social teaching in support of the worker did not change but no longer was there a
designated diocesan labor priest or the local bishop encouraging the efforts of organized labor. A
Labor Day Mass and parade ultimately was the only official public display of support for organized
labor.
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In 2014 the United States Catholic Conference of Bishops wrote a letter to the United States
Senate concerning economic and wage inequality. The document cited both Pope John Paul II’s
encyclical Laborem Exercens and the Catechism of the Catholic Church on the dignity of work
and that the Catholic Church teaches that “a just wage is the legitimate fruit of work.”84 Persistent
issues in the labor struggle and a contemporary cause for organized labor. However, there was no
further action by the hierarchy on this matter. Why this lack of Church backing?
Labor unions have been a part of most progressive social legislation in the past 100 years.
Unfortunately there is a stigma attached to that. Some in the Church view social legislation with
disdain. As organized labor has declined income inequality has grown. When labor unions are
strong, workplaces are safe and when they are weak, workplaces become more dangerous but
the Church no longer addresses these issues. The United States Catholic Conference of Bishops’ 2019 annual Labor Day statement reminded Catholics that the Church has long taught that
wage suppression and corporate monopolies are contrary to justice. It reminded Catholics of the
priority of labor over capital. The statement repeated the Church›s long-standing commitment
to organized labor. Solid proof of this has disappeared as educational programs neglect to teach
about the positive relationship between labor and the Church.
The purpose of the labor schools was to eliminate class distinctions and conflicts that pivoted
on labor versus capital and engage labor and management to recognize their mutual dependency.
The schools also taught Catholics about the precepts of their faith and the Church’s support of social justice concerns. A business education informed by Catholic social teaching promoted a more
realistic and useful understanding of business and its place in a good society.85 These institutions
proved to be successful in Pennsylvania because the Catholic labor schools encouraged values that
were important in the operation of business and industry teaching respect for both employer and
employee. Teaching workers about their rights and promoting industrial democracy are beliefs
conceived and practiced decades ago yet those concepts are still current and relevant in the labormanagement struggle.
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